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                               Hair and hair weave is a necessary adornment for some Black women  
                                     and represents the power and authority they have reclaimed over their  
                                     bodies. But it also signifies the lasting impact of racist, societal and  
                                     cultural attitudes towards Black hair. PHOTO January 26, 2018. 
 
In American and wider society, ideas around healthy, beautiful hair have historically been 

attached to long hair. Not only that, but “manageable”, or soft hair, which has routinely 

positioned European or white hair as the societal ideal. Conversely, Black hair, positioned as the 

undesirable opposite and understood as “kinky” hair, has been demonized. This began during 

The Middle Passage and enslavement and has continued into the present-day. Because of cultural 

sexism, which places a great deal of importance on physical attractiveness for women, it has 

largely affected Black women. Before American enslavement, African women’s hair was a sign 

of religious affiliation or status. But during the Atlantic slave trade, Black women were either 

stripped of their hair entirely, or made to wear headscarves. Short, or covered hair was then 

deemed a sign of “inferiority”, not only for slavery in America, but throughout the world. As 

slaves were brought over and exploited during American colonization in the 1700s, “the non-



European texture of their native hair [was] referred to as ‘wool’” (Booker, 2016). Black women’s 

hair was labeled “bad hair” and has continued to be policed from without and within. 

        There is an odd fascination with Black women’s hair and hair choices by those who are not 

a part of the group. This includes the Kentucky High school board that banned “dreadlocks, 

cornrolls (sic), [and] twists” (ABC News, 2016), the white woman (a stranger) who reached for a 

Black woman’s hair in a restaurant (CNN, 2011), and the heterosexual Black male counterpart 

who insists he wants a woman who’s “natural”. Black women are very aware of how individual 

and creative decisions regarding our hair is looked at and policed by society. How our natural 

hair is seen as “ugly”, our straight weave is “self-hating”, and any number of hairstyles can be 

viewed as “ghetto” or “unkempt”. Even within the liberation and self-identification Black 

women in communities, or individually, have created through our hair, seen currently with the 

revitalization of the natural hair movement, we are expected to adhere to societal norms — 

always conscious of our aesthetic choices.  

        When C. Wright Mills (1959) explored the sociological imagination, looking at the personal 

and public, he asked that we identify the relationship “between history and biography with 

society” (Collins, 1990). For Black women, the personal adornment of hair has historically been 

critiqued and devalued by the dominant society. This continues with contemporary criticisms of 

Black women who adhere to societal standards of hair beauty — wearing weaves to “cover up” 

their hair — those who straighten their hair, or women who keep it natural and risk being called 

“unprofessional”. But the hair experiences of Black women should not be seen as a solitary issue 

for them alone. Rather they are the remnants of a wider, racist society which has, for centuries, 

attempted to make Black women hate their hair, policing it instead of celebrating it. 

  


